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CHAPTER ONE: Dreams & Dad 


The boys’ bedroom was dark. Not “it’s so dark in here | 
can't see my hand” kind of dark, but more like “it’s so 
dark in herel can't believe it’s already morning.” It was 
dark and silent and still. Between the boys’ beds lay a 
mixed up jumble of scattered plastic cars and abandoned 
army men frozen in their battle and retreat. The 
stillness filled the room with a deathly quiet that was 
completely inconsistent with the complete chaos that 
normally swirled about this place. 


All that remained of the chaos was barely discernable 
noises that wafted upward into the otherwise still 
morning air, like thin aural ribbons of smoke. Had this 
been a real battlefield even these small sounds would 
have put their owners at grave risk. But it was just the 
nocturnal mumblings of two young boys fighting off the 
urges to wake up. 


Ten-year-old Briff, safely buried under his bedspread, 
scowled. In his dream he was trying to remember where 
he had left his dad's pick ax. Dapnon, Briff’s younger 
brother, rarely had dreams any more serious than where 
various lost plastic army men had been last seen. Briff 
occasionally dreamed about army men, but his usual on- 
going nocturnal soap opera involved being at work with 
his dad, wearing his father's boots and heavy gloves and 
big leather tool-elt. 


Briff smiled as he gripped the ax. He then dreamed that 
he and his dad, like a couple of longtime work buddies, 
were returning home after a long day at the 
construction site. Together they stomped their big work 
boots on the edge of the porch and sent clumps of mud to 
the gravelly ground. Briff could smell the earth in his 
hair and feel the soil under his fingernails. 


Dirty brown water raced down his arms and into the 
white bathroom sink as he vigorously washed his hands 
before going to eat dinner. He sat on the toilet seat and 
laboriously unlaced his work boots. There had to be more 


than a dozen laceholes in these stupid boots. When he got 
to the kitchen, his father was calling to him from the 
front yard. 


"Come on Briff, we're running late," his father said. His 
dad was growing impatient. When Briff reached the front 
door, his father asked him why he didn't have his boots 
on. "Listen young man,” he said, “you'd better get up 
earlier if you're going to go to work with me. Do you 
understand me?" 


Briff souttered and stammered about dinner but his 
father continued, "I'm not going to wait around all 
morning for you to lace up your boots. You'd better get 
up early if you're going to go to work with me. Hello, 
little guy. ls anyone home?" 


Briff didn't understand what his father was trying to 
say. As he lay in his bed he felt a tug and heard voices 
but pulled his covers up tighter around himself. Then the 
voices stopped and the stillness returned. Briff smiled and 
thought about plastic army men and tiny green boots. 
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A narrow shaft of morning light slowly marched across 
the motionless bedroom. Like a nervous messenger 
peering back over its shoulder as it went along, the thin 
beam crept from a crack in the window shade to a pile of 
blankets that marked one of the beds. But just as the 
shaft was becoming more confident, picking up the pace 
of its march, it stumbled through a small opening in 
Briff's blanket and landed with an "Ugh" on the young 
boy's closed eyes and nose. In the sudden burst of light 
Briff woke with a start and yelled, "What am | doing 
sleeping?! I'm suppose to spend the week with dad and go 
to work with him" Something on the other side of the 
bedroom grunted and a pile of blankets jostled away 
from Briff. Briff leapt from his bed to the window of his 
upstairs bedroom and saw that his father's truck was 


still warming up in the driveway. He trampled the army 
men and plastic cars in a mad rushed to reach his father 
before he left yelling, “wait, wait, wait for me dad!” 


Briff's father lovingly ran his big fingers through the 
little boy's light brown hair. "| thought | told you that 
you had to get up early if you wanted to go with me. I'm 
running late," his father said. Placing his huge palm on 
Briff's shoulder he added, "besides, your mother wants 
you to stick around the house today. |! think she has 
something planned for you." 


Briff tried to not frown but the lips on his little face 
drew long and down and his lower lip began to tremble. 
"Hey, you'll come with me later." His dad hesitated. "Right 
now,! need you to help your mother keep an eye on 
your brother and sister.!| Know that Dapnon and Layla 
aren't nearly as much fun to be around as backhoes and 
squar e-edged shovels but someone's gotta do the work out 
here while | go to the job site and play." Briff's eyes 
reddened slightly. "Whoa, tell you what, I'll try to come by 
tonight and I'll let you help me unlace my boots." He 
effortlessly lifted the young boy off his feet and Briff 
clutched his father's neck. "Besides," his dad needlessly 
added, "going out to the ol’ job site is not exactly the best 
way to begin your Christmas vacation. So, while I'm out 
‘slavin' with the backhoes | want you to go out and have 
some fun for me today. And see if you can't help your 
little brother find those lost army men." 


Briff didn't want to let go of his father's neck. He 
wanted so badly to be with his father and to be done 
with his days as the backup-babysitter. After a moment 
he sighed and released his father's neck and the big man 
gently set him back on the ground. They looked at each 
other just for a moment. Then Briff hugged his dad's leg 
and trotted back to the house. 


When he got to the front door he suddenly realized that 
he was still wearing his bunny slippers. "What a silly 
little boy | am," he thought to himself. 


CHAPTER TW O: Dapnon's Song 


Briff's mother met him at the door. “What's this | hear 
about missing army men?" she asked. 


Briff's first impulse was to tell her that the lost army 
men weren't really lost. lt seems that a secret military 
tribunal, consisting of Dapnon and himself, had found the 
army men guilty of selling "State secrets" to Layla's dolls. 
So the army men were sentence to the toughest 
punishment the tribunal was authorized to administer: 
they were flushed down the toilet. It was as simple as 
that. But Briff didn't think that his mother would 
understand. Her silent stare bore a hole in his forehead. 


His only defense was to look away from her stare. He 
looked down he saw his silly bunny-slippers and thought 
about his dad and blurted out, "Why can't | go with my 
dad to work? You never let me go anywhere with him." 
Before the words left his little mouth he knew he'd made 
a serious mistake. 


"Listen little man," she began, "Your father doesn't need 
you scrambling around beneath his feet all day. |! don't 
know why you seem to think that he has nothing better 
to do than to watch over you ..." When Briff turned to 
make his escape she added, "Y our uncle Mephistopheles 
has invited you to spend the week with him. So you'd 
better march upstairs and wake your brother. You both 
have a full day ahead of you. ! want that room cleaned 
up before he comes by this evening to pick you up." 


Ha, Briff thought, Uncle Mephistopheles—to begin with, his 
uncle's real name is Bart. But then "Bart" doesn't seem 
like the proper name for a millionaire computer 
programmer who is known to his hacker friends as "the 
Wizard." So, he became "Mephistopheles." Anyway, 
Mephistopheles made his millions from selling a computer 
game he'd written back in the early days of home 
computers called 'The Dark Tunnel At the End of the 
Light." That was back in days before computers could 
draw pictures to screen and were either so large they 


required their own air-conditioned buildings or so 
primitive they required programmers to literally hand- 
wire their programs on the circuit boards. Anyway, 
Mephistopheles' program was so popular that someone 
was always churning out a new version whenever a new 
generation of computer showed up. Needless to say, no 
one ever seemed to see much of Mephistopheles and he 
seemed to like to keep it that way. 


When Briff got to his room Dapnon was rifling through a 
mountain of dirty clothes. Dapnon suddenly turned 
when the door opened and asked, "Have you seen my 
guitar? Every night someone keeps messin' with it. | 
keep finding it hidden in different places like in the 
closet or under the bed." Briff grunted and Dapnon 
turned back to his pile. 


Briff couldn't believe his silly little brother. At the ripe 
old age of eight Dapnon thought of himself as both a poet 
and musician. Having mastered the wooden spoon and 
frying pan, Dapnon moved, somewhat mercifully, to his 
mother's plastic threestring guitar. The guitar had 
originally entered the family home with the traditional 
six strings but years of neglect and someone needing "just 
a little more fishing line" had reduced the number of 
strings to three. But the number of strings didn't matter 
to Dapnon. "The show must go on," he would always say 
(as if it were an original statement). 


And go on it did, Briff thought. Dapnon loved to sit in the 
middle of his mother's busy kitchen just to be there so 
that he could chronicle his mother's domestic prowess. 
One of his favorite songs was about how long it takes to 
cook instant pudding and another was entitled 
"Memorable ChickenPot Pies That We Have Eaten.” What 
a silly boy, Briff thought. Briff's mother entertained 
different thoughts. 


Briff's older sister, Layla, wasn't any better. When she 

wasn't yammering on the phone with her girlfriends, her 
days seemed to be filled with nothing more than singing 
to herself and dancing in the fields behind the house (she 


called them “meadows,” “it’s more poetic” she’d say). Then 
in the evening when the family sat down for dinner 
Layla would try to tell stories about far away places and 
mysterious castles. Her stories might have been half-way 
interesting, Briff thought, but she could never get to the 
point. Briff found himself surrounded by annoying 

ar tists. 


Even his mom had something of a reputation for putting paint to canvas. In fact 
she had one painting that she had been working on for years that had a full six- 
inches of layers of paint from all the times she'd re-done it. "Madman and child" 
was what Briff thought the painting was called. 


As Briff crossed the room to get his backpack he 
absentmindedly slugged his brother in the shoulder. "We 
don't have time to look for your stupid guitar. Mom says 
we gotta have this room clean before uncle 
Mephistopheles comes tonight to pick me up." 


"You gotta stay with uncle Mawhoseah-whatsits? Gross. 
Guess mom figures 'cause you don't dance or sing, you'd 

better learn computers." Briff glared at his brother. "Mom 
says it's better 'n being a ditch-digger ." Dapnon paused as 
he looked through a handful of used handkerchiefs. "Can 
| go with you to uncle Mawhoseah-whatsits?" 


"No. And dad said | get to go to work with him someday, 
so pooh on you." Briff pulled down his backpack from the 
closet shelf and Dapnon's guitar fell with it, landing with 
a twangy thud. Briff was filling the backpack with his 
collection of Charlie Brown sweaters when Dapnon began 
to sing: 


"Brother Briff has been set adrift 
to uncle Mawhoseah-whatsits he goes calling. 
No dumb stories, nor singing, 
he's off to find his calling. 
Brother Briff's been set adrift 
Brother Briff's been set adrift 
come Christmas he'll be smiling." 


——— 


At Mephistopheles' place a whirlwind of algorithms and 
deadlines cluttered Mephistopheles' thoughts. As he 
stepped from his shower he paused to remember 
something that he was supposed to do today. Ah, his 
sister's kids, he was supposed to baby-sit the eldest son, 
Drip or something like that. This should be interesting, he 
thought. 


Mephistopheles intensely scanned the image that stared 
back at him in the mirror. Pores big enough to makea 
golf ball jealous, he thought to himself. A blessing and a 
curse, there was a time when this over-active facial 
epidermis went a long way in explaining why people 
continually mistook him for a teenager back when he 
was really a thirtyfiveyear-old millionaire. Y eah, that 
was a while ago, when his skin was virtually lineless. It 
had been lineless but it also carried with it the kind of 
blemishes that his mother promised him would be history 
about the same time that his braces were removed. This 
was not the first time that his mother had lied to him. 


CHAPTER 3 Fidid Maneuvers 


Resting his chin on his fist as he lay in the field behind 
his house, Briff slowly traced his other hand along the 
flat chalky surface of a large broken slab of concrete. It 
felt rough and weather beaten like it had been sitting 
here in the sun for centuries. Briff pictured it as the sole 
survivor from an ancient Roman road. Or maybe it was 
a cleverly camouflaged landing strip for an invading 
battalion of tiny space ships. All very good possibilities, 
Briff thought. But right now the concrete slab was the 
improbable pillow that he was resting his head on as he 
lay behind the house. 


His attention drifted to the far end of the slab. A thick 
column of black ants had unwittingly also chosen the 
slab as a crossing point on their trek across the field. 

Briff leapt to his feet. 


"Captain," he said to himself, "We have enemy 
encroachment on our secret landing field" 


"Don't worry Sergeant, we have them where we want 
them." 


"But sir... !" 
"Ser geant, bring in the secret weapon." 
"Sir, not ‘Thunder Foot'! 


"Y es sergeant, bringin ‘Thunder Foot.’ And let them have 
it with both barrels." 


"Yes sir!" 
With that Briff sorang upon the ant colony with both 


feet. He wildly jumped up and down until he was sure 
that he had squashed every square inch of their position. 


"Ha," he said under his breath, 'They won't even have 
enough medics to carry away the wounded." He laughed a 
loud rolling laugh and gloated at the ants' demise. 

The flat surface was littered with thousands of tiny black 
spots. Not a single one struggled with the throes of death. 
They had ceased being recognizable as individual ant 
carcasses and had become greasy black spots on the 
chalky white surface. They were just greasy black spots 
that showed no signs of ever having been anything else. 


If they were going to send in any medics or reinforcements they were certainly 
slow in coming, Briff thought. He had a vague tinge of guilt over what he'd done 
as he waited for the next wave that never materialized. He wandered back to the 
other end of the slab and sat back down with his chin in his fist. 


Staring out at the hills, Briff couldn't figure out how he 
ended up in such a loony family—Layla dancing out in 
the fields, er, “meadows,” Dapnon singing on a pile of dirty 
laundry, and mom making 3D paintings. Hedidn't dance 
or sing or even finger-paint very well. He just liked to 
hang out in the fields and dig stuff up... like his dad. 


He looked back at the house and thought, "They might be 
artistic and all but they don't know the first thing about 
stuff like ‘Project: Thunder foot.’ Dad would know all 
about stuff like ‘Project: Thunder foot." 


His dad had been a sergeant in the army before Briff was 
born, when Layla was just a baby. He was stationed 
somewhere east of here and taught marital arts. He 
would know all about things like "Project: Thunder foot," 
Briff told himself. 


It bothered him that his mom was always discouraging 
him when he talked about going to work with dad. So 
what if uncle Mephistopheles had money. Briff couldn't 
imagine sitting inside all day staring at a computer 
screen. He liked being outside... like his dad. Briff 
turned back around and noticed that the ants were just 
now sending in their medics and reinforcements. It took 
all that he had not to send in another volley of "Project: 
Thunder foot." 


Instead he spied his sister doing her stupid Winter 
Solstice dance. He smiled. Then without warning he raced 
down the hill to where Layla was dancing. She didn't see 
him coming and when he reached her he stole her 
dandelion bouquet. Waving the bouquet wildly as he ran 
back up the ravine he left a billowy cloud of white 
dandelion seeds in his wake. 


Laughing like a madman he continued to run up the hill 
until he was far enough away to not hear the names 
that Layla was calling him. 


As he ran he sang: 


"Brother Briff has been set adrift 
to uncle Mephistopheles he goes calling. 
No dumb stories, nor singing, 
he's off to find his calling 
Brother Briff's been set adrift 
Brother Briff's been set adrift 
come Christmas he'll be smiling." 


